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VITAL STATISTICS WORK IN CALIFORNIA.* 

By George D. Leslie, Statistician, California Board of Health. 



Statistics have been termed the handmaid of prophecy and 
vital statistics the bookkeeping of humanity. The books kept 
in California include births, deaths, and marriages, and yield 
sound predictions on the great events of life — the cradle, the 
grave, and the wedding altar. 

The State Bureau of Vital Statistics was organized in 1905, 
and California immediately won from the U. S. Bureau of the 
Census the honor of recognition as a registration state for 
deaths along with Pennsylvania and three others admitted in 
1906. Until the admission of Washington in 1908, California 
was one of three registration states west of the Mississippi 
River and the only such state beyond the Rocky Mountains. 
Moreover, there is a sharp contrast between mortality statis- 
tics for the two registration states on the Pacific coast. The 
death rate for Washington has ranged widely between merely 
7.9 and 10.0 per 1,000 population, while the rate for California 
has varied slightly at higher levels only from 13.4 to 14.6. 
The California death rate was below that for the whole regis- 
tration area in 1906 to 1911, though somewhat above it in 1912 
and 1913. 

Birth registration, deficient at first, has improved year 
after year in California, the total more than doubling between 
1906 and 1914 in the steady rise from 20,974 to 46,012 and the 
rate advancing from 10.3 to 16.7. In the race between the 
Stork and the Scythe, births first surpassed deaths somewhat 
in 1911 but by 1914 the excess of hirths over deaths rose to 
over one fifth (22.6 per cent.) . The California death toll was 
29,303, or 14.4 per 1,000 population in 1906, against 37,537, 
or only 13.4 per 1,000 in 1914, increases appearing annually 
except for a small decline between 1908 and 1909 and a sharp 
drop between 1913 and 1914, when the death total decreased 
by 1,062, or 2.8 per cent. Marriages numbered 21,317, or 

* Paper presented at the meeting of the American Statistical Association at Stanford University. 
Palo Alto, California, August 13, 1915. 
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10.5 per 1,000 inhabitants in 1906, against 31,902, or 11.5 per 
1,000 in 1914, a decrease of 1,266, or 5.5 per cent., appearing 
between 1907 and 1908, while all other years showed successive 
gains but with increases very small and rates actually declining 
in both 1913 and 1914. 

The registration system established in 1905 has been modi- 
fied by a new statute in effect August 8, 1915, that follows even 
more closely the Model Law on this subject and which, though 
altering standard blanks and local districts somewhat, will 
make no particular change in statistical tabulations. How- 
ever, descriptions here given of blank forms and registration 
districts relate to conditions under the law of 1915. 

The California birth and death certificates are based upon 
forms recommended by the Bureau of the Census and the 
marriage certificates follow similar lines. Each blank contains 
identifying particulars such as names of persons and parents 
as well as the place and date of the event, in addition to statis- 
tical data proper. The birth certificate includes the following 
statistical items: sex of child; whether twin or other plural 
birth; for each parent the race, age, birthplace, and occupation 
(by both particular kind of work and general nature of indus- 
try) ; number of children born to the mother as well as number 
still living; and also inquiries on the use of a prophylactic for 
ophthalmia neonatorum. The death certificate contains for 
each decedent the sex, race, marital condition, age, occupa- 
tion (by both particular kind of work and general nature of 
industry), birthplace, parental birthplaces, cause of death, and 
length of residence (in the registration district and in Cali- 
fornia), together with special information for hospitals on source 
of infection. The marriage certificate likewise includes the 
following items for both groom and bride: race; age; former 
marital condition with number of present marriage; occupa- 
tion; birthplace; and parental birthplaces. 

The local registrars forwarding to the central bureau each 
month original certificates for births and deaths in their re- 
spective districts are the health officers of the 34 cities having 
freeholders' charters, the clerks of the remaining 205 cities 
and incorporated towns, and the county recorders for the out- 
side or unincorporated portions of the several counties. Orig- 
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inal certificates for all marriages are likewise sent each month 
to the State Registrar, but only by the recorders of the 58 
counties in California. The duty of filing a certificate with 
the local registrar is fixed by law upon the physician or mid- 
wife attending a birth within 36 hours thereafter, upon the 
undertaker, in case of a death, within 72 hours or before any 
disposition is made of the body, and upon the minister or jus- 
tice performing a marriage ceremony within three days of the 
event. 

Some idea of the extent of tabulations in the State Bureau 
of Vital Statistics is given by a general summary of the facts 
for California in 1914, to appear in the next Biennial Report. 
Similar figures are shown regularly in these reports for three 
main divisions — Northern, Central, and Southern — and eight 
minor geographic divisions of the state, and are generally avail- 
able likewise from data published for individual counties as 
well as for leading cities. 

Males preponderate greatly among the inhabitants of West- 
ern States, the proportion of males to 100 females having 
been 125.5 for California in 1910 against merely 106.0 for the 
United States. Consequently, among decedents here the 
proportion of males is over 60.0 per cent. (61.4) as compared 
with only about 55.0 for the whole registration area. For 
California births, however, the percentage of males is only 
51.7, being 51.5 among white babies against 53.6 among non- 
Caucasians, mainly Japanese. The percentage of male births 
is 51.2 for California mothers, 51.1 for other Americans, and 
52.4 for foreign born white mothers. 

With reference to race, the percentage of non-Caucasians is 
8.1 for babies born, 5.4 for persons dying, and 4.6 for those 
marrying. The Japanese birth total, though only 719 in 
1910, has risen rapidly to 2,874 for 1914. While births and 
deaths of Japanese occur at various places throughout Cali- 
fornia, the Japanese weddings take place to the extent of 
nineteen twentieths of all at San Francisco. Picture brides 
from Japan find expectant grooms assembled at this port, 
the marriage certificates being filed in dozens after the arrival 
of trans-Pacific steamships. 
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For the white elements of the population, the nativity is as 
follows in per cents. : 

California. Other States. Foreign Born. 

Births (Mothers) 31.0 39.3 29.7 

Deaths (Decedents) 26 . 5 42 . 31.5 

Marriages (Brides) 36.4 43.3 20.6 

Comparison of percentages by nativity for white mothers 
and brides indicates that native Californians and other Amer- 
icans show less strongly among women bearing children than 
among those marrying, while, conversely, foreign born women 
contribute relatively more to birth rates than to marriage 
totals. The same contrasts appear when widowed and di- 
vorced brides are omitted and the comparison is made between 
all mothers and only first marriage brides. It seems, there- 
fore, that in this state as elsewhere the fecundity of foreign 
born women surpasses that of the natives. 

In regard to age, tabulated only for deaths, it appears that 
people live longer or die older in California than in the United 
States generally, the median age for decedents in this state 
being 49.6 years against the last published figure of 42.7 years 
for the whole registration area. In 1911 to 1914 the median 
age for California decedents was successively 48.8, 49.2, 49.4, 
and 49.6, indicating an upward movement even though slight. 
While the median age is somewhat less for males than for 
females in the entire registration area, 42.2 years against 43.4, 
it is considerably higher for men than for women in California, 
50.1 years against 47.3. 

For decedents of 15 years and over the per cent, distribution 
by marital condition is as follows for each sex: 

Single. Married. Widowed. Divorced. Unknown. 

Males 31.5 45.3 14.5 1.8 6.9 

Females 11.9 48.7 36.9 1.3 1.2 

In further reference to marital condition, the status of grooms 
and brides may be noted in the following per cents. : 

Single. 

Grooms 83 . 1 

Brides 79.2 



Widowed. 


Divorced. 


8.5 


8.4 


10.0 


10.8 
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The per cent, of divorced brides, 10.8, marks a steady an- 
nual rise from only 7.4 in 1907. Divorced women outnumber 
divorced men even more than widows exceed widowers. Al- 
though widows outnumbered divorced women remarrying in 
the period 1906 to 1911, yet for the years 1912 to 1914 the 
divorcees have surpassed widows in increasing degree. How- 
ever, the per cent, divorced is higher for brides born in other 
states than for native Calif ornians, though lowest of all among 
foreign born brides. 

Classification of marriages by number in order shows that 
there are many more weddings between bachelors and widows 
or divorcees than between single women and widowed or di- 
vorced men. Moreover, bachelors unite with divorcees much 
more than with widows, although spinsters marry widowers 
about as much as they wed divorced men. Yet where per- 
sons previously married wed again with others of prior mat- 
rimonial experience the mate for either sex is somewhat more 
often one who was widowed rather than divorced. 

Analysis of mortality statistics by occupations for Cali- 
fornia cannot be presented satisfactorily here, the tabulations 
for this state being made for 90 specific occupations and for 
12 groups of diseases. Discussion of causes of death is also 
necessarily omitted at this time. The annual tabulations 
published for the state cover each of the 189 titles of the 
International Classification by sex, race, nativity, and age 
periods, while figures are also given for geographic divisions 
as well as for individual counties and chartered cities on total 
deaths classified by 28 principal causes. 

Reference must be made, however, to valuable data compiled 
for California on the length of residence of decedents, this 
information being particularly important in connection with 
the heavy mortality from tuberculosis in this state. The 
"Great White Plague" causes about 14 per cent, of all deaths 
in the whole state and about 17 per cent, of the deaths in South- 
ern California. Yet over half the tuberculosis victims in 
Southern California had lived in the state less than ten years. 
In fact, the length of residence was under one year for 13.4 
per cent of these decedents and less than six months for 8.7 
per cent of them in 1914, the per cents, for 1914 being much 
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lower than averages for preceding years on account, perhaps, 
of decreased migration of tuberculosis sufferers in a year of 
financial stringency. 

Furthermore, nearly one fourth (23.4 per cent.) of all 
California decedents with a residence of under one year were 
persons who finally succumbed here to tuberculosis contracted 
undoubtedly elsewhere. Hence, the very healthfulness of 
the California climate is a factor in swelling the general death 
rate or apparent mortality. People come here to save or 
lengthen lives surely doomed elsewhere. 



